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ABSTRACT 

Distance education--of fering courses by Internet, video, or 
other forms outside the classroom--is a fast growing part of post secondary 
education. The Government Accounting Office (GAO) was asked to review the 
state of distance education at Minority Serving Institutions, which are 
schools that serve high percentages of minority students, including Blacks, 
Hispanics, and American Indians. Under Titles III and V of the Higher 
Education Act, these schools are eligible for grants that can be used for 
expanding their technology, including distance education. GAO's review 
focused on: (1) the use of distance education at Minority Serving 

Institutions; (2) key factors influencing these schools' decisions about 
whether or not to offer distance education; and (3) steps the Department of 
Education could take, if any, to improve monitoring efforts of technological 
progress under. Titles III and V programs. There are some variations in the 
use of distance education at Minority Serving Institutions compared to other 
schools. For example, while Minority Serving Institutions tend to offer at 
least one distance education course at the same rate as other schools, they 
differ in how many courses are offered and which students take the courses. 
Also, like other schools, larger Minority Serving Institutions tend to offer 
more distance education than smaller schools, and public schools tend to 
offer more distance education than private schools. However, Historically 
Black Colleges and Universities and Tribal Colleges generally offer fewer 
courses than other schools, and a smaller percentage of minority students 
take such courses. Minority Serving Institutions consider two main factors in 
deciding whether to offer distance education. The first is distance 
education’s compatibility with the school's preferred teaching method. Many 
schools that offered no distance education had a strong preference for a 
classroom-based approach. The second is resources--schools offering little or 
no distance education had limited technology and support personnel. Also, 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities and Hispanic Serving 
Institutions viewed distance education as a lower priority compared to 
expanding technology usage in the classroom. By contrast, Tribal Colleges 
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gave distance education higher priority, reflecting the greater geographic 
dispersion of their students. Education could strengthen its monitoring 
efforts of the Title III and V programs by expanding its existing system. 
Currently, the monitoring efforts for tracking the progress of technological 
improvements are more complete for Hispanic Serving Institutions than for the 
other Minority Serving Institutions. Education also lacks good baseline 
information on technology capacity at Minority Serving Institutions. 

Expanding current efforts to include such data would provide a basis for 
measuring the progress being made by Minority Serving Institutions. <EV) 
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September 12, 2003 

The Honorable Edward M. Kennedy 
Ranking Minority Member 

Committee on Health, Education, Labor, and Pensions 
United States Senate 

The Honorable George Miller 

Ranking Minority Member 

Committee on Education and the Workforce 

House of Representatives 

The Honorable Ruben Hinojosa 
House of Representatives 

The Honorable Major Owens 
House of Representatives 

For over 100 years, the Congress has recognized that some postsecondary 
institutions have roles to play in providing minority students with help in 
attaining their educational goals and developing skills necessary to move 
into all facets of the American economy. In the 2000-01 school year, 

465 schools, or about 7 percent of postsecondary institutions in the 
United States, 1 served about 35 percent of all Black, American Indian, and 
Hispanic students. These schools have special designation under federal 
law as Minority Serving Institutions. 2 

Like other postsecondary institutions, over the last decade, Minority 
Serving Institutions have faced the challenge of trying to keep pace with 
rapidly changing technology usage in education. Part of keeping pace with 
technology involves using it in traditional classroom education, but one 
growing area — distance education — has commanded particular attention. 
As defined in federal law, distance education is, “an educational process 



’These include institutions in territories of the United States, such as Puerto Rico and 
Guam, that are authorized to distribute federal student financial aid. 

^I'he three main types of Minority Serving Institutions are Historically Black Colleges and 
Universities, Tribal Colleges, and Hispanic Serving Institutions. Other types of Minority 
Serving Institutions include Alaska Native and Native Hawaiian serving institutions. 
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that is characterized by the separation, in time or place, between 
instructor and student.’’ 3 Some examples of course delivery methods 
include the Internet, videoconferencing, and videocassettes. Distance 
education offers opportunities for students to take classes without 
considering where they live or when classes may be available. In the 
1999-2000 school year, about one in every 13 postsecondary students 
enrolled in at least 1 distance education course, and the Department of 
Education (Education) estimates that the number of students involved in 
distance education has tripled in just 4 years. For the most part, students 
taking distance education courses can qualify for student financial aid in 
the same way as students taking traditional courses. As the largest 
provider of student financial aid to postsecondary students (an estimated 
$60 billion in fiscal year 2003), the federal government has a substantial 
interest in distance education. Under Title IV of the Higher Education Act 
of 1965, as amended, the federal government provides grants, loans, and 
work-study wages for millions of students each year. 

The Higher Education Act of 1965, as amended, provides specific federal 
support for Minority Serving Institutions through Titles III and V. In 
2002, grants funded under these two titles provided over $300 million for 
Historically Black Colleges and Universities, Hispanic Serving Institutions, 
and Tribal Colleges to improve their academic quality, institutional 
management, and fiscal stability. Technology is one of the many purposes 
to which these grants can be applied. As the Congress prepares to 
reauthorize the act, you asked us to examine several issues related to 
Minority Serving Institutions and technology — and particularly to distance 
education. We focused our work on determining (1) whether the use of 
distance education varies between Minority Serving Institutions and non- 
Minority Serving Institutions; (2) what factors Minority Serving 
Institutions consider when deciding whether to offer distance education; 
and (3) what steps Education could take, if any, to improve its monitoring 
of technological progress, including distance education, at Minority 
Serving Institutions under Titles III and V. In September 2002, we testified 
on some of these issues before the Senate Committee on Health, 
Education, Labor, and Pensions. 4 Additionally, you asked us to look at the 
quality of distance education and examine any statutory and regulatory 



3 20 U.S.C. 1093(h). 

4 U.S. General Accounting Office, Distance Education: Growth in Distance Education 
Programs and Implications for Federal Education Policy, GAO-02-1 125T (Washington, 
D.C.: Sept. 26, 2002). 
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